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2004 


At six-thirty every morning, a market atmosphere descended 
on this alley with no name. People jostled as they scurried 
through, weaving through gaps to get ahead. There was the 
occasional shout for the slow to pick up their pace. 

Little children in school uniforms ran through the alley, 
barging into whoever was in front of them. Things got even 
rowdier when a motorcyclist tried to get through. The honking 
and shouts for people to move aside were met by glares and a 
few muttered oaths. But those walking still yielded, stopping 
and pressing up against the wall. 

The smell of cheap perfume mingled with the stench from 
the open gutter. In front of three or four of the shacks lining 
the alley there was always a mother holding her infant as it 
defecated onto a newspaper, which the mother then scrunched 
up and threw into the gutter. 

It was in this small alley at six-thirty every morning that 
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Arimbis life began. She walked among the same crowd, 
without knowing anyones name. From the moment she set 
foot from her rented house, it took her 250 steps to get to 
the main road, where she waited for a rusty minibus. 

It was also in this small alley, as the day darkened, that 
Arimbis life ended. There she was, amid the crowd that 
appeared at the mouth of the alley, They walked hurriedly, 
jostling again for space, repeating what they had done in the 
morning. The smell of cheap perfume was gone, in its place 
the stench of sweat and body odor. The faces which that 
morning powdered and painted with red lipstick were now all 
greasy, 

One by one the people disappeared behind the doors. They 
locked them tight and didnt come out again. The alley fell 
silent and dark. There was only the occasional wail of a baby 
or the shriek of a wife scolding her husband. But no one 
cared. Life was over for the day. 

For Arimbi, her rented house was only a place to sleep and 
bathe. She almost never used the small kitchen next to the 
bathroom. Every day when she returned she turned on the 
14-inch television. But she didnt care about the pictures the 
little box showed. The images and sounds passed unnoticed. 
They went into her ears and beamed into her eyes, then were 
absorbed into the walls of the room. 

Everything Arimbi did was automatic, like a machine, 
Always at the same time and in the same way. She went into 
her house, locked the door with her right hand, doused 
herself the same number of times when she bathed, lay down 
to fall asleep at the same time each night, and began her life 
over again the next morning, repeating what she had done the 
day before. 
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Things were a bit different on Saturdays and Sundays. That 
was when things were fluid and free, when time wasnt boxed 
off and driving everything that she did. On those two days, 
six-thirty in the morning didnt mark the moment life began 
for Arimbi. Even so, her body was programed to wake up early, 
whether or not she had work to do. The machine that was her 
body would also start heating up, demanding to be bathed. 
And yet Arimbi wasnt going anywhere. 

All day long, her body smelling fragrant, Arimbi sat listlessly 
on the couch near the louver. Ihe TV before her had been 
running since the night before. But she wasnt watching, 
instead, she was looking out anxiously at the lifeless alley, She 
scanned the walls of the tiny houses just like hers, then started 
at the sight of higher walls, belonging to houses bigger than 
those around her. 

Something went missing when everything was different 
from normal, even if what was normal was so sickening. The 
alley felt so lively when people were jostling their way through 
it. When it was empty like this, it was no different from a 
graveyard, its presence serving merely to remind one of 
loneliness and silence. And for two days every week, Arimbi 
became a part of that graveyard. 

She first arrived in this alley four years ago. This was the 
capital city that she had seen so often on television: The tiny 
houses pressed up one against the other, the narrow alley 
lined by a foul-smelling gutter, the people with their glum 
expressions, and the skinny children with their runny noses. 

If she could have chosen, Arimbi would have preferred to 
stay in her hometown, back in rural Java. It was peaceful there. 
But what would she have done with herself there? After all the 
money spent on getting her university degree, how could she 
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go back to the village? It would have been shameful! An out- 
of-work graduate. That was what she told herself each time the 
urge came over her to return to the village. 

Arimbis father and mother were so proud that their child 
now lived in Jakarta. They told everyone that their daughter 
worked at a court in Jakarta, alongside prosecutors and judges. 
But the truth was that she was simply a junior clerk who also 
made photocopies. 

They didnt care what it was Arimbi did every day, though. 
All that mattered for them was that their child was an official, 
that she wore a uniform every day and received a salary, When 
she was old and no longer worked, she would receive a pension 
every month. That was their highest aspiration. For Arimbis 
parents, their childs station in life was now magnitudes higher 
than theirs as farmers. Their own livelihood came from a single 
yearly harvest of their orange crop. In a good season, they 
could get twenty-five million for their crop. In a bad season, 
they would have to make do with ten million. They made it 
last for a year, until the next harvest. It was a good thing 
Arimbi was an only child. Even though they barely made ends 
meet and never had anything extra to spend, her parents still 
managed to make enough to raise her. 

"All that matters is that you dont have to struggle like your 
mother and me. You can live comfortably now, get a salary 
every month, her father told her over and over, 

The money from the orange harvest put Arimbi through 
university, It wasnt one of the top schools, just a private 
college in Solo. She came home once a month to pick up 
three hundred and fifty thousand rupiah for her expenses. 

In Solo, Arimbi also lived in a dead-end alley. She rented 
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4 room in an old house. But the alley she lived in now was 
far more desolate and boring than the one in Solo. 

The alley in Solo was always empty. Morning, afternoon, 
until night, few people ever passed through. There were only 
eight houses along the alley, almost all of them inhabited by 
elderly people who no longer worked. They would stay in 
their houses all day long, whiling away the day watching TV 
or talking with their elderly neighbors. 

The only noise ever heard in the alley was the crying of a 
three-year-old girl who lived next door to Arimbi's boarding 
house. It was just the girl and her grandmother, the parents 
worked in the capital. 

Every afternoon when she got back from class, Arimbi 
would see the little girl playing on her own outside her house. 
She would make sand castles from the mounds of black dirt 
that lined the edge of the alley. She had no one to play with. 
She was the only child in the alley. 

One day Arimbi went up to the girl. A look of surprise 
flashed through the child's eyes when she saw Arimbi standing 
before her. Then she looked back down and continued playing 
without saying a word. Arimbi sat down beside her. She began 
chitchatting, asking the girl what she was up to. 

The child didnt answer, She kept her head bowed. She 
turned away until she had her back to Arimbi. Arimbi fell 
silent she didnt ask any more guestions. She grabbed a fistful 
of dirt. She built a tall wall, 2 sloped roof, and made indents 
with her thumb to create windows. Arimbi was making a 
large house, two stories tall, with lots of windows. 

It had been a long time since Arimbi had last made 
playhouses like that. When she was still a child, up until she 
finished the sixth grade, she enjoyed making houses from the 
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earth. She used to make them in her front yard. She would 
dredge the earth with a rock, and once she had a heap of it, 
start building a house. During the hot season, the ground was 
dry and dusty. It was hard to make houses with that kind of 
earth. Arimbi would get some water and pour a little at a 
time until the earth was moist and pliable. 

She and her friends would compare the houses that each 
other built. And Arimbis houses were always the biggest, the 
tallest, and the most beautiful. She always said that when she 
grew up and started working, she would have a big, beautiful 
house just like those. 

Once she got into middle school, she stopped playing with 
the earth. People said that such games were for little children. 
Middle school students were beyond that sort of thing. Arimbi 
complied. She forgot about the earth houses. She played the 
games that middle school students were supposed to play. She 
collected ribbons and colorful hairbands. She also tended to 
the pimples on her cheeks, and to her skin that seemed to 
grow darker with each passing day. 

Arimbi no longer dreamed of having a big, beautiful house. 
Like her friends, all she wanted was a boyfriend with a 
motorbike. She wanted to ride with him to school, and later 
ride with him to the town sguare. But Arimbi never found a 
boyfriend in middle school, not even when she went to 
college in Solo. 

There she was, a university student in the city, and instead 
of going around with a boy, she was playing sandcastles with 
a three-year-old girl. She returned to the houses she once 
knew: large, tall, with lots of windows. 

"My house is done!” Arimbi called out as the first sand 
house that she had built as an adult took shape. 
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The little girl had been watching guietly as Arimbi worked. 
She studied every move of Arimbis hands, and tried to mimic 
them with her own fistful of dirt. But it didnt work. 

"Do you want it?” Arimbi asked as she looked the little girl 
in the eye. The girl looked away, avoiding Arimbis gaze. But 
a moment later she nodded. 

Arimbi took the childs hand and pulled it toward her. The 
girl didnt resist. Arimbi took another fistful of dirt to start 
building a new house. The girl would build it. Arimbi taught 
her, helping her each time part of the structure collapsed. 
When the house was finally done, the girl's eyes lit up with 
joy. She looked at Arimbi and smiled. 

"Hurray! Its done!” Arimbi cried out as she clapped. The 
child clapped too. 

"Whats your name? Mines Arimbi. 

The girl answered slowly, "Sekar." 

The two of them became friends from that moment on. 
Every day after she got back from class, Arimbi would build 
sand houses with the girl. If Arimbi didnt appear, Sekar would 
go into the boarding house and knocked on Arimbis door. The 
landlady would tell Arimbi about it. She would laugh and say, 
"Your child was looking for you.” 

Arimbi laughed in response. 

She called the landlady Mrs. Woro. Her hair was white 
and her body hunched over. She looked much older than her 
age, which was 51. That was if she really was born in 1945, 
as she often claimed, No one knew the truth. There were no 
documents, no testimony. 

She always claimed to have been born on Aug. 17, 1945. 
Arimbi was skeptical. What were the odds of being born on 
that particularly auspicious day? Even though no one expressed 
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their doubts out loud, Mrs. Woro seemed to know that people 
didnt believe her. She would talk at great lengths about the 
events surrounding her birth. 

She told the story over and over again of how her father was 
listening to the radio address by Soekarno when her mother 
was going into labor. She also told of how her father was killed 
by a bomb when she was just four years old. Of course Mrs. 
Woro didnt know about those incidents firsthand. She only 
knew about them from her mother. 

She told those stories at every opportunity. Some days she 
would knock on Arimbis door and invite her to a meal, Arimbi 
accepted every time. Who could refuse an invitation from an 
old woman whose only companion throughout the day was the 
television? 

Mrs, Woro had three rooms to let in her house, but for 
whatever reason Arimbi was the only tenant. Arimbis only 
concern when she chose to move in was to find someplace 
cheap. It cost five thousand rupiah per month. Where else 
could she find a room that cheap? 

The alley was widely known as Old Alley. Nearly everyone 
knew that the dead-end street was inhabited by old women, 
husbandless and childless. The houses were just as old as their 
inhabitants. They were shabby and dull. The paint had faded 
and never been refreshed. The wooden doors were falling apart. 
The alley was more like a warehouse, a place to store old 
knickknacks that one couldnt part with. There wasnt the 
slightest pulse of life or sign of modernity. 

A lot of people looking for a boarding room turned away 
the moment they reached the mouth of the alley A few 
ventured further in, knocked on two or three doors, then 


retreated in a hurry, Some spoke with the homeowners, old 
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women who were probably the same age as their grandmothers. 
They went into rooms that had rarely been aired out, musty 
and dark, with ancient furniture, The only thing that seemed 
modern was the television found in each house, 

The visitors would ask how many other people boarded at 
the house, and the owner would say there were none. They 
would then ask if anyone else lived there, and the owner 
would shake her head. 

Naturally none of these visitors wanted to waste their 
university years among all that ancient furniture and old 
women, It would be more enjoyable to live in an alley with 
other young people, who were always full of energy from 
morning until the next morning. They preferred to have to 
guarrel over the use of a shared bathroom with other lodgers 
than to live with an old woman. Arimbi was the only one 
who chose differently, and she did so for one reason only: the 
low cost. And she stayed there until she got her degree. 

For four years, in that alley that never made a sound, Arimbi 
befriended the old women. There were those who had family 
that lived elsewhere, and those who had no one. Some of the 
women lived on pensions, while others received stipends, and 
a few got by on what their neighbors could spare each day. 
Mrs. Woro lived off the rent that Arimbi paid her each month. 
It was a mystery how she never went wanting. 

Besides the old women, Arimbi also had Sekar, Her little 
friend was always with her, waiting for her, for four years. 
Arimbi remembered how Sekar cried when she packed up all 
her belongings. Sekar came with her as she visited all eight 
houses in the alley to bid farewell to the old women who had 
all become like grandmothers to her, They whispered prayers 
in Arimbis ear. They wished her honor, happiness, and of 
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course an immediate marriage. Arimbi nodded. She wanted 
to laugh. But everyone else shed tears. 

That was the last time Arimbi was ever with them or in 
Solo. She left for the capital to take the civil service exam. She 
got a job after her first attempt at the exam. She would be a 
civil servant in an office full of judges. Arimbi told her father 
and mother back in the village. They said it was a blessing. 
They slaughtered one of their goats right away. Arimbis father 
held a thanksgiving ceremony, where he invited all the men of 
the village to pray and to share in the blessings. 

Arimbis parents believed that all their hopes and prayers of 
more than twenty years were starting to be fulfilled. This was 
the start of a new station in life for this family of farmers who 
couldnt read a single letter of the alphabet. Their child would 
no longer till the earth or work covered in dirt all day. Through 
Arimbi, the family would join a new class. They would be part 
of the educated and respected class, the class of those who 
worked in clean clothes, with arms that didnt bulge with 
muscles, with skin that was fair because they worked indoors. 
Arimbi was an office worker. She was no longer a peasant like 


her parents. 


First Monday of July 


The television that had been on all night was off when 
Arimbi woke up. Half her room was shrouded in darkness. 
Only the area right around the window was somewhat light. 
The clock on her mobile phone showed it was 5:43. It was 
still too early to leave, but too late to go back to sleep. 
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Arimbi tried to turn the television back on. But it remained 
lifeless. She checked the cables. Nothing had changed from the 
day before. She flicked the switch next to the television. The 
light stayed off. She looked through her window at the other 
houses along the alley. The lights were still on in some of them. 
In a few houses where the curtains had been drawn open, the 
lights from the televisions was reflected against the window 
panes, Her house was the only one where the lights were out. 

Arimbi checked the electricity meter on the outside wall. 
The trip switch was in the on position. The switch wasnt the 
problem. The electricity company had cut off her power, 
Arimbi cursed silently, How could they have cut off the 
power to only her house, while the other houses around her 
with which she shared the same walls were all lit up? Perhaps 
they drew lots every night, with each lot containing the 
address of a different customer. The address that was picked 
was the one that got its power cut off, she thought. 

Arimbi took a deep breath, then exhaled with a grunt. 
Anyone who heard her would know that she was seething. 
Arimbi went into her pitch-black bathroom. There wasnt the 
slightest gap for any light to enter. She came out just 
moments later, then slammed the door shut. 

"Fucking power company!” 

The tub was empty. Shed forgotten to leave the tap last 
night, when the lights were still on. But who knew the power 
would be cut off this morning? Arimbi poured some water 
from a gallon of drinking water. She used it to brush her 
teeth and wash her face. But she couldnt wash the rage off 
her face. The anger showed in her tired eyes, her face was 
drawn, her lips pursed more than usual. 

Arimbi snifted her armpit. It smelled stale after a night 
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bathed in her own sweat. She didnt want to bathe with the 
drinking water, for which she paid eight thousand rupiah every 
ten days. Arimbi rubbed on deodorant. The liguid deodorant 
stuck to her moist armpits. The smells mingled. It didnt smell 
like deodorant, nor did it smell like sweat. After changing from 
her nightdress into her uniform, Arimbi sprayed perfume onto 
nearly every part of her torso, more so than usual. The rented 
room filled up with the stinging and sometimes nauseating 
smell of cheap perfume. 

Everything was conspiring to make this a bad day for 
Arimbi. It was a Monday, the day everyone hated, when work 
piled up and all the roads were backed up with trafhc. 

Arimbi made her way down the alley faster than usual. She 
raced past the people in front of her, weaving in and out of the 
gaps between the crowds that thronged the length of the alley. 
She wanted to rid herself of the bad luck of that morning. She 
needed to get as far away from the source of that bad luck as 
she could and start her day off with a bit of breathing room so 
that everything would run as normal. 

Arimbi didnt have to wait very long to catch a Kopaja bus 
heading in the direction of her office. And as usual, there 
wasnt a single empty seat inside during the morning rush hour. 
People stood crammed together, body parts wedged up against 
one another, The women clutched their bags over their bosoms, 
both to keep their belongings safe from pickpockets and to 
shield their breasts from any bodily contact with others. 
Arimbi could only find room near the door, The bus was too 
full for her to go any further inside. Even so, the conductor 
kept shouting for people to press inside. Arimbi ignored the 
shouting just behind her. She pretended not to hear, while 
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looking straight ahead at the car-choked street. She clutched 
her brown imitation leather bag tight. 

The Kopaja crawled along the length of Mampang. It 
stopped outside a television station. No passengers were 
alighting: it had just stopped, not moving forward. Before 
them snaked a line of cars, also not moving. It was the same 
in the lane next to the bus, and behind it. Everything had 
come to 4 standstill. Only the motorcycles could still move, 
threading their way in the gaps between the bigger vehicles, 
sometimes knocking a wing mirror and leaving little scratches 
in the paintwork of the shiny private cars. 

Arimbi stared at the television station through the open 
door in front of her. A large logo made up of two triangles was 
perched on the roof of the building. People in black uniforms 
could be seen going in and out of the building. On the 
sidewalk, right next to where the Kopaja was idling, people in 
black uniforms walked by. Some went toward the building, and 
others away from it. 

Arimbi smiled. She was reminded of people in that same 
uniform arriving at her workplace. Not just the people from 
this television station, but from other stations too, with 
uniforms of various colors. There were blue uniforms and red, 
even orange, On certain days they would show up in droves. 

When she first began working, Arimbi was proud to see 
those people. They worked for the television stations that she 
watched every day. It also pleased her to see the faces of the 
people who worked at the newspapers that she read. She 
watched their every move, tried to catch everything they spoke 
about with the judges or prosecutors. She laughed with them 
when one fell as they flocked around a detainee. 

At night, when the images on the TV showed what she 


21 
Versi Pdf Lengkapnya di ipusnas.com 


had seen at her workplace, Arimbi would swell with joy and 
cry out,”I was there!” 

In the images on TV, she would often see her own face, lost 
amid the crowds. She once saw a clip of herself walking into a 
room. There was also a clip of her talking with a colleague in 
the front yard. It made Arimbi proud and want to declare to 
everyone, Im on TV!” 

The next day, as soon as she arrived at work, she would pick 
up the latest newspaper. She would look for photographs taken 
of her workplace and read every story about the incidents that 
transpired there. She would nod in satisfaction if what she 
read was the same as what she thought. And she would 
grumble to herself if what she read was different from what 
she saw and heard. 

That was then, when she was still new to the place. In time 
it all became a daily routines Arimbi saw hundreds of events, 
watched hundreds of clips and read hundreds of articles, and 
all the feelings of joy and pride and curiosity vanished. Now 
Arimbi saw the people in the television station uniforms the 
same way she saw everyone else in uniform. They were 
identical. There was no differentiating them, so many were 
they. 

She used to feel proud whenever she saw someone famous, 
but now there was nothing special about it. She could easily 
see dozens of famous faces every day at work. She used to 
deliberately walk within view of the cameras so that she would 
appear on TV, but now she cursed the cameras that trained on 
her as she ate fruit outside her room. The only thing that 
hadnt changed was the telephone call she got from her parents 
when they saw her face on television. Arimbi laughed at the 


thought of it. 
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The Kopaja was stuck outside the television station for a 
guarter of an hour, Finally it resumed its slow crawl down 
Mampang toward Blok M, the air inside heavy with the stench 
of sweat, As it passed through the Kebayoran Baru area, the 
bus stopped for a moment outside a row of big houses with 
spacious yards. Some of the judges from Arimbis workplace 
lived in this area. Arimbi knew this from her work in 
administration. Several times shed written out Judge 
Dewabratas address, on Jalan Kertanegara No. 50, Kebayoran 
Baru, or Judge Bagus Siahaan, who lived on Jalan Empu 
Sendok No. 21, Kebayoran Baru. Arimbi smiled bitterly as she 
thought of the rented house she had been living in for the past 
four years. Who knew how long it would be before she could 
have a big house like those she had built as a child? 

The bus continued its slow journey south, then got stuck 
again in another long line that barely budged. Up ahead was a 
crowd of people carrying banners and posters with all kinds of 
writing on them. There was also a giant picture of someone in 
4 prosecutor's uniform. One of his eyes had been painted over 
with a black marker, turning the prosecutor into a pirate. 
Beneath the picture were the words "Attorney General”, crossed 
out: instead, someone had written "Pirate General”, 

Arimbi cringed. That was all she needed for this to be a 
terrible day. The Kopaja wouldnt move until the demonstrators 
were done. And Arimbi would have to jostle for space in the 
searing heat of the sun. The perfume and deodorant could no 
longer mask the stale smell and the stickiness of her sweat 
from the night before and from the whole time she had been 
stuck in the Kopaja. 

Arimbi decided to get off the bus. She walked between the 
cars standing still on the road and began to pick her way 
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through the rows of demonstrators. The shouting and shrill 
sounds of the megaphone rang in her ears. 

The crowd was much bigger than shed expected, and 
finding her way through it wasnt as easy as shed hoped. For 
more than half an hour she walked through the tangle, past 
cars, past people, and got caught again in a line of cars. At 
the end of the street, Arimbi caught a bus heading toward 
her workplace. She was an hour and a half late. 

Mondays were always a busy day for Arimbi. Vans from 
various television stations were already packed into the parking 
lot out front. Cars belonging to visitors filled up the rest of the 
lot, some of them spilling out onto the main road. People 
congregated in the lobby, in the canteen, and in the courtrooms. 
People without uniforms even flitted about in the room where 
Arimbi worked. She went up to her desk without greeting 
anyone, She sat in her chair and opened her bag, searching for 
a comb and a tissue to wipe away the sweat of her face. 

"Hey, you just got in?” a middle-aged woman asked as she 
tapped Arimbi on the shoulder from behind. 

"Oh, Mrs, Danti,” Arimbi said, half-surprised. "There was 
4 protest.” 

"Oh, you went that way too? I got stuck in my car and 
couldnt move at all. I only just got in as well,” Mrs. Danti said, 
pointing toward her desk. It was still tidy. She hadnt even 
opened the bag that shed put down on the desk. 

"Anyway, I want some coffee. Im sleepy,” she said as she 
walked out of the room. 

Mrs. Danti was a clerk and Arimbis superior. She had 
worked in the courts for twenty years. Shed moved around 
from place to place, until finally she ended up in South Jakarta. 
She was sociable and talkative, and had no airs about greeting 
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her subordinates before they greeted her. In the four years that 
Arimbi had worked there, she had never seen Mrs. Danti get 
angry at one of her subordinates. 

At 45, Mrs. Danti always looked fresh and beautiful. She 
had a stout frame, the fat wobbling on her belly and arms. She 
always looked fashionable despite her uniform. She changed 
her shoes and her bag every two days to match the color of the 
uniform she wore, Her face was fair and glowed with a full 
complement of makeup. Eye shadow, blush, lipstick, even 
mascara and eyeliner — all of it spotlessly applied. Her hair was 
shoulder length and buffed at the sides and on top. She never 
forgot to wear a chain, earrings and rings. Some of her jewelry 
was studded with diamonds, others with pearls. She also had 
plain gold jewelry. 

Arimbi could still smell Mrs. Danti's perfume even though 
she was out of sight. It was a pleasant and fresh scent, not 
heady. Arimbi raised her arm and sniffed at her armpit, sweaty 
after jostling through a crowd of hundreds and basted in the 
exhaust fumes of all kinds of vehicles. She sprayed on some 
more of the cheap perfume that was in her bag. 

Arimbi began going through the stack of papers on her 
desk. They were all items that needed to be retyped, collated 
and photocopied. She skimmed through them, picking which 
ones to do first. She glanced at the clock. It was ten-thirty. She 
had to be at a hearing at one oclock. She yawned as she picked 
out a folder marked "Urgent” by Mrs. Danti. 

The papers inside the folder were covered in Judge 
Dewabratas handwriting, as was typical with rulings in any 
case, The handwriting was no better than Arimbi's when she 
was in the third grade. Arimbi often had trouble differentiating 
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